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FOREWORD

A HAPPIER age than ours once made bold to call our species by the
name of Homo Sapiens. In the course of time we have come to
realize that we are not so reasonable after all as the Eighteenth
Century, with its worship of reason and its naive optimism, thought

us; hence modern fashion inclines to designate our species as

Homo Faber: Man the Maker. But though faber may not be quite
so dubious as sapiens it is, as a name specific of the human being,
even less appropriate, seeing that many animals too are makers.
There is a third function, however, applicable to both human and
animal life, and just as important as reasoning and making—
namely, playing. It seems to me that next to Homo Faber, and

‘perhaps on the same level as Homo Sapiens, Homo Ludens, Man

the Player, deserves a place in our nomenclature.
It is ancient wisdom, but it is also a little cheap, to call all
human activity “play”. Those who are willing to content them-
selves with a metaphysical conclusion of this kind should not read
this book. Nevertheless, we find no reason to abandon the notion
of play as a distinct and highly important factor in the world’s
life and doings. For many years the conviction has grown upon
me that civilization arises arid unfolds in and as play. Traces of
such an opinion are to be found in my writings ever since 1903.
I took it as the theme for my annual address as Rector of Leyden
University in 1933, and afterwards for lectures in Ztirich, Vienna
and London, in the last instance under the title: “The Play
Element of Culture”. Each time my hosts wanted to correct it
to “in” Culture, and each time I protested and clung to the
genitive,* because it was not my object to define the place of play
among all the other manifestations of culture, but rather to
ascertain how far culture itself bears the character of play. The
aim of the present full-length study is to try to integrate the
concept of play into that of culture, Consequently, plawsi
utdeiste , biological phenont _ ctilin
plenSTetonsl s dibistoricallynot scientifically. The
reader will find that I have made next to no use 6f an w&\nwo-

* Logically, of course, Huizinga is correct; but as English prepositions are not
overned by logic I have retaified the more euphonious ablative in this sub-title.—
Tans,
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He will find no mention of mana and the like, and hardly any of
magic. Were I compelled to put my argument tersely in the form
of theses, one of them would be that anthropology and its sister
sciences have so far laid too lIittle stress on the concept of play
and on the supreme importance to civilization of the play-factor.

The reader of these pages should not look for detailed docu-
mentation of every word. In treating of the general problems of
culture one is constantly obliged to undertake predatory incursions
into provinces not sufficiently explored by the raider himself. To-

fill in all the gaps in my knowledge beforehand was out of the
question for me, I had to write now, or not at all. And I wanted

to write,
Leyden,
s !
Fune 1938.
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NATURE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF PLAY AS A

CULTURAL PHENOMENON

Pray is older than culture, for culture, however inadequately
defihed, always presupposes human society, and wEBw_m wmﬁw not
288& ﬁdw Hdmb to .Smow .Easp %.n:; Em&swm é«% __ ;

G ofp %@ﬁPEE&m H&m% .Emﬂ ES men. We have
9\3\ to watch young dogs to see that all the essentials of human
play are present in their merry gambols. They invite one another
to play by a certain ceremoniousness of attitude and gesture. They
keep. to the rule that you shall not bite, or not bite hard, %oS,‘
brother’s ear. They pretend to get terribly angry. And—what is
most important—in all these doings %3\ plainly experience
tremendous fun and enjoyment. Such rompings of young dogs are

‘only one of the simpler forms of animal play. There are other,

much more highly developed formis: regular contests and beautiful
performances before an admiring @c.EB.

Here we have at once a <Q.< ugwoﬁmﬁ @oEP eyt
simplestaforms; . : : i
phiysiol fwg 7 ] o35 fp o) ﬁ ‘goes
beyond the confines cm ?ﬁa@ Huwﬁwo& or MERE g&omﬁ&
activity. Mﬂ is m&%@ﬁ%ﬁéﬁssgosiﬂwi is to say, there is some
sense .8 ; ) j

BEaIng 2

: 5 If we call the active principle %mﬁ
makes up the essence. om play, “instinct”, we explain nothing; if
we call it “mind” or “will” we say too rauch. However we may
regard it, the very fact that play has a meanhing implies a non-
gmﬁaﬁﬁsﬁo quality in the nature of the thing itself.

hiysislégy deal with the observation, descrip-

ﬁon mum .oua&mb»ﬂon om the H&w% of 2 i Hma%m?ﬁagw and
tryetond i 3_&%«%@,,; cance
ofeplays ehitthe & 'The high

pB@oZmbS om this Emom E&. the Snonmm;%v or mﬁ HomWﬂ ﬁro utility,

‘.




2 HOMO LUDENS

of play as a function are generally taken for granted and form the
starting-point of all such scientific researches. The numerous
attempts to define the goyomunm; function of play show a striking
variation. By some the origin and fundamentals of play have been
described as a discharge ow mz@owmdsb@ma vital energy, by others
as the satisfaction of some Ea;mﬁﬁw Emﬁwoﬁxv or again as simply
a :ﬁomm: for H.n_mxmﬁob, Ac it

,Pooo&Em to wsoﬁrmn it serves as an exercise in
1 il m.ogn find the Huzsox&o of
play in an innate ﬁwmo to exercise a certain wwoﬁ:ﬁ or in the desire
to dominate or compete. Yet others regard it as an‘‘abreaction”—
an outlet for harmful impulses, as the necessary restorer of energy
wasted by one-sided activity, as “wish-fulfilment”, mm a fiction
designed to HS% Eu go wnmrsm of personal value, etc.!

. igm% .,m:.\ mﬁmﬁ
playthat it must have some kind of biological purpose. HEo% all
enquire into the why and the wherefore of play. The various
answers they give tend rather to overlap than to exclude one
another. It would be perfectly possible to accept nearly all the
explanations without getting into any real confusion of thought—
and without coming much nearer to a real understanding of the
play-concept. They are all only partial solutions of the problem.
If any of them were really decisive it ought either to exclude all
the others or ooﬁ%ﬁﬁoﬁ& aponp in a Fmroa EE,Q. Most om them
only deal incidentall L : : ¥

the @cmwﬂﬁmﬁa\o methods of oxmoﬂgnam& science without first
paying attention to its profoundly aé Giquality. As arule they
leave the primary quality of play as such, virtually untouched.
To each and every one of the above ° oNEwSmﬁobm it might well

be objected: ‘‘So-far so:good, but what actually is.the fun of play

ing?: Why does the baby crow with pleasure? Why does the

gambler lose himself in his passion? Why is a huge crowd roused
to frenzy by a football match?”’ This intensity of, and absorption
in, play finds no explanation in biological analysis. Yet in this
intensity, this absorption, this power of maddening, lies the very

*For these theories see H. Zondervan, Het Spel bif Dieren, Kinderen en Volwassen
Menschen (Amsterdam, 1928), and F. J. J. Buytendijk, Het Spel van Mensch en Diet als
cfenbaring van levensdriften (Amsterdam, 1932).
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essence, the primordial quality of play. Nature, so our reasoning
mind tells us, could just as easily have given her children all those
useful functions of discharging superabundant energy, of relaxing
after exertion, of training for the demands of life, of compensating
for unfulfilled longings, etc., in the form of purely mechanical
exercises and reactions. But no, she gave us play, with its tension,
its mirth, and its fun.

Now this last-named element, the fun of @Eﬁsm, resists all
analysis, all-Jogical interpretation. As a concept, it cannot be
reduced to any other mental category. No other modern language
known to me has the exact equivalent of the English “fun”. The
Dutch :mm:&mw@;: perhaps comnes zmmgmﬁ to it EQ.E& from

“aard” w ?
and thus evidence, per 1aps, that the matter omEsS be reduced
?Zwﬁ,v We may note in passing that “fun’ in its current usage
is of rather recent origin. French, oddly enough, has no cor-
responding term at all; German rm&, makes up for it by “Spass”
and “Witz” together. Nevertheless it is ?.ooﬁo? this fun=el
that characterizes the essencey ;
an absolutely primary category of life, m:érmw. to o<o&&om< ata
mﬂmwon Emwﬂ down t6 the animal level. We may well call play a

“totality” in the modern sense of the word, and it is as a totality
that we must try to understand and evaluate it.

Since the reality of play extends beyond the sphere of human life
foundations in any rational-nexus, because this
it to. ‘mankind. The incidence of Em% is not associated
with any particular stage of civilization or view of the universe.
>¢< thinking person can see at a glance that play is a thing on
its own, even if his language possesses no mgﬂ.m_ oosonwﬁ to cxpress
it. Em% 8&52 be magnm Y / N

}#for whatever
er. . Even in the animal world it bursts
the'physically existent. From the point of view of a
28.5. Sw&@ determined by the operation of blind forces, play
would be altogether superfluous. Play only becomes possible,

szwmzo and understandable-when an influx of mind breaks down
f the-cosmos. The very existence of
play nobgcwzw. nonmﬂ,sw the supra-logical nature of the human

INature, kind, being, essence, etc. Trans.




4 HOMO LUDENS

situation. Animals play, so they must be more than merely
mechanical things. We play and know that we play, so we must
be more than merely rational beings, for play is irrational.

In tackling the problem of play as a function of culture proper
and not as it appears in the life of the animal or the child, we begin
where biology and psychology leave off. In culture we find play
asa m?mw magnitude existing before culture itself existed, accom-
panying it and pervading it from the earliest beginnings right up
to the phase of civilization we are now living in. We find play
present everywhere as a well-defined quality of action which is
different from “ordinary” life. We can disregard the question of
how far science has succeeded in reducing this quality to quantita-
tive factors. In our opinion it has not. At all events it is precisely
this quality, itself so characteristic of the form of life we call “play”,
which matters. Play as a special form of activity, as a “significant
form”, as a social function—that is our subject. We shall not look
for the natural impulses and habits conditioning play in general,
but shall consider play in its manifold concrete forms as itself a
social construction. We shall try to take play as the player himself
takes it: in its primary significance. If we find that play is based
on the manipulation of certain images, on a certain :wﬁmmﬁmﬁos

of reality (i.e. its conversion into images), then our main concern
will be to grasp the value and significance of these images and
their “imagination”. We shall observe their action in play itself
and thus try to understand play as a cultural factor in life.

‘The great archetypal activities of human society are all per-
meated sﬁw play from the start. Take langliage, for instance—
that first and supreme instrument which man shapes in order to
communicate, to teach, to command. Language allows him to
distinguish, to establish, to state things; in short, to name them

-and by naming them to raise them into the domain of the spirit.

In the EmEsm of speech and language the spirit is continually -

%m&ﬂﬁm Unﬁzng matter and mind, as it 20&9 Emﬁbm sﬁw
sz : Bahimes

M i Patorstiorees @%@@%ﬁ

\.Aiséom. chm in giving G%H.omﬂoa ﬁoE.oEms Qomﬁmm
a mnoozm poetic world &osmmio the world of nature.

Or take myth. This, too, is a transformation or an “imagina-~
tion” of the outer world, only here the process is more elaborate
and ornate than is the case with individual words. In myth,

2
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primitive man seeks to account for the world of phenomena by
grounding it in the Divine. In all the wild imaginings of mythol-
ogy a fanciful spirit is playing on the border-line between jest and
earnest. Or finally, let us take ritual. Primitive society performs
its sacred rites, its sacrifices, consecrations and Bw\mﬁmﬂnmu all of

“which serve to guarantee the well-being of the world, in a spirit

of pure play truly understood.

Now in myth and ritual the great instinctive forces of civilized
life have their origin: law and oa@ﬁ commerce and profit, craft
msm art, womﬁ y, wisdom and science. All are rooted in the

.H_?w oEmoﬁ om the present essay is to demonstrate that it is more
than a rhetorical comparison to view culture sub specie ludi. The
thought is not at all new. There was a time when it was generally
accepted, though in a limited sense quite different from the one
intended here: in the 17th century, the age of world theatre.
Drama, in a glittering succession of figures ranging from Shake-
speare and Calderon to Racine, then dominated the literature of
the West. It was the fashion to liken the world to a stage on which
every man plays his part. Does this mean that the play-element in
civilization was openly acknowledged? Not at all. On closer
examination this fashionable comparison of life to a stage proves
to be little more than an echo of the Neo-platonism that was then
in vogue, with a markedly moralistic accent. It was a variation
on the ancient therne of the vanity of all things. The fact that play
and culture are actually interwoven with one another was neither
observed nor expressed, whereas for us the whole point is to show
that genuine, pure play is one of the main bases of civilisation.

To our way of thinking, play is the direct opposite of seriousness.
At first sight this opposition seems as irreducible to other categories
as the play-concept itself. Examined more closely, however, the
contrast:between play and seriousness proves to be neither con-
: or-fixed: ‘We a0 éx%%»w@%
from the fact that this vaowompﬁob tells us boazbm about the
positive qualities of Em&w it is aﬁSQQEwEE easy to refute. As
soon as we wﬁooaom from “play is bo?mnzocmswmm: to :Em% is not

several oﬁwnu mduams»abﬁ& nwnnmeﬁnm that likewise come under the
heading “non-seriousness” yet have no correspondence whatever
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2:.7 “play”. Laughter, for instance, is in a sense the opposite of
seriousness  without being absolutely bound up with play
OEESSVM games, football, and chess are played in ﬁwomocnm
seriousness; the players have not the slightest inclination to laugh.
It 1s worth noting that the purely physiological act of laughing. is
exeltigivEton @g@@%&%&w@ﬁm@g@?x@ﬁg@ﬁﬁ% comFON
toghoth mensand-animalse The Aristotelian animal ridens charac-
terizes man as distinct from the animal almost more absolutel
than homo sapiens. ’
What is true of laughter is true also of the comic. The comic
comes under the category of non-seriousness and has certain
mmmgam.m with laughter—it provokes to laughter. But its relation
to play is subsidiary. In itself play is not comical either for player
orpublic. The play of young animals or small children may some-
times be ludicrous, but the sight of grown dogs chasing one another
mmay.\ moves us to laughter. When we call a farce or a comedy
comuc”, 1t 1s not so much on account of the play-acting as such
as on account of the situation or the thoughts expressed. The
mimic and laughter-provoking art of the clown is comic as well as
ludicrous, but it can scarcely be termed mobﬁ,.u.bo play.

. The category of the comic is closely connected with Jolly in the
Emrﬂmwga lowest sense of that word. Plgdgshowever,,ds.not
wo%%m% It lies outside the antithesis of wisdom and folly. ,Hmo later
Middle Ages tended to express the two cardinal moods of life—
play and mm&ocmaommﬁlmogoéwmﬁ imperfectly by opposing folie to
MMRM %Hmmmmgmgcm in his Laus Stultitiae showed the inadequacy of

All the terms in this loosely connected group of ideas—play
w@z.mﬁﬂmﬁ folly, wit, jest, joke, the comic, etc.——share the oﬁmamnu
teristic which we had to attribute to play, namely, that of resisting
Mﬁm attempt to reduce it to other terms. Their rationale and

i . . .

EM SM w%wwwww,w&mnommw%m must lie in a very deep layer of our

The more we tryto mark off the form we call “play” from other
forms apparently related to it, the more the absolute independence
of the @F%..Sbonwﬁ stands out. And the segregation of play from
the QO.BNE of the great categorical antitheses does not stop there
Em%. lies outside the antithesis of wisdom and folly, and equall ;
outside Qom,n. of truth and falsehood, good and evil. VEpoﬁm&r it HM
a non-material activity it has no moral function. The S.Emmosm.
0s vice and virtue do not apply here.
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If, therefore, play cannot be directly referred to the categories
of truth or goodness, can it be included perhaps in the realm of the
aesthetic? Here our judgement wavers. For although the
attribute of beauty does not attach to play as such, play neverthe-
less tends to assume marked elements of beauty. Mirth and grace
adhere at the outset to the more primitive forms of play. In play
the beauty of the human body in motion reaches its zenith. In its
more developed forms it is saturated with rhythm and harmony,

.the noblest gifts of aesthetic perception known to man. Many and

close are the links that connect play with beauty. All the same,
we cannot say that beauty is inherent in play as such; so we must
leave it at that: play is a function of the living, but is not suscept-
ible of exact definition either logically, biologically, or @sthetically.
The play-concept must always remain distinct from all the other
forms of thought in which we express the structure of mental and
social life. Hence we shall have to confine ourselves to describing
thesmain-characteristics of play.

Since our theme is the relation of play to culture we need not
enter into all the possible forms of play but can restrict ourselves to
its social manifestations. These we might call the higher forms of
play. They are generally much easier to describe than the more
primitive play of infants and young animals, because they are
more distinct and articulate in form and their features more
various and conspicuous, whereas in interpreting primitive play we
immediately come up against that irreducible quality of pure
playfulness which is not, in our opinion, amenable to further
analysis. We shall have to speak of contests and races, of per-
formances and exhibitions, of dancing and music, pageants,
masquerades and tournaments. Some of the characteristics we
shall enumerate are proper to play in general, others to social play
in particular.

First and foremost, then, all play is a voluntary activity. Play
to order is no longer play: it could at best be but a forcible imita-
tion of it. By this quality of freedom alone, play marks itself off
from the courseof the natural process. It is something added there-
to and spread outover it like a flowering, an ornament, a garment.
Obviously, freedom must be understood here in the wider sense
that leaves untouched the philosophical problem of determinism.
It may be objected that this freedom does not exist for the animal
and the child; they must play because their instinct drives them to
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1t and because it serves to develop their bodily faculties and thei
powers of m&nom.o? The term “instinct”, however, introduces mM
zbwz@s\m quantity, and to presuppose the utility om. play from the
WS.Z is to be mc&.@ of a petitio principii. Child-and ‘animal play
@MMWMMM , they enjoy playing, -and - therein precisely lies- their

ww..mpm.ﬁ as it may, for the adult and responsible human bein
play is a function which he could equally well leave alone. Pla mm
superfluous. The need for it is only urgent to the extent .apmﬁ Mwm
enjoyment of it makes it a need. Play can be deferred or s :
pended at any time. It is never imposed by physical necessit SMH..

mmoﬁmw duty. It is never a task. It is done at leisure, durin ,de

time”. Only A.\,&nb play is a recognized cultural wswvoaonlmm rite
a ceremony—is it bound up with notions of obligation and dut v
. Emaow then, we have the first main characteristic of play: ﬁrmnw\m
Hm_,,wmn@mwmH,\H‘P%@@mﬁ%%@m@%. A second characteristic is Qowo.? con-

e SR
nected with this, namely; thatwplsysissret: “Sordizans’ or ¢
Ensa b k

E Tt is wmﬁ.&.ow a stepping out of “real” life into a tempora .
sphere of activity with a disposition all of its own. M<9,Huogm
wsoim perfectly well that he ds:$‘only:p ending”, or ﬂwmm\mn was
oﬁ@ for .@wz, How deep-seated this awareness mm in the child’

soul is strikingly illustrated by the following story, told to me b .
,ﬂro. father of the boy in question. He found his wowﬂ..%mmw-oﬂ 0
sitting at .&5 front of a row of chairs, playing ““trains” >mmmn
wzmmom him the boy said: “Don’t kiss the engine Ummm. or %n
carriages won’t think it’s real”. This “only m:.oﬁms&s ik cm:n
om. @ww vmﬁm%m a consciousness of the inferiority of play MOHM E.w M
with seriousness”, a feeling that seems to be something as sz :

as Em..% itself. Nevertheless, as we have already pointe mﬁ NM%
consciousness of play being ¢ ete Oe TISAE .,v,.ﬁ .
vmgnw?m?wg@%@% SRSt g wh
absorption, a devotion- that passes in re-and, temporari

at least,. completely ,mg&m,ﬁ = ﬁwmwwﬁ Wawwmwvﬂwm%omwa .
Any game can at any time wholly run away Swﬁm.apm,@www\o.,ww %w%
contrast between play and seriousness is always fluid ,“E.un m;o
wazoﬂﬁ%.ow Em&\ is continually being offset by the oozu.om ondi "
superiority of its seriousness. Play turns to seriousness msmmnaoﬁm
wpo% to Em«: Play may rise to heights of beauty and sublimity that
cave seriousness far beneath. Tricky questions such as these will

come up for discussion when we sta ini
rt examining th i ip
between play and ritual. § the relationship

A o i g e e

NATURE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF PLAY [¢]

As regards its formal characteristics, all students lay stress on
the disinterestedness of play. Not being “ordinary” life it stands
outside the immediate satisfaction of wants and appetites, indeed
it interrupts the appetitive process. It interpolates itself as a
temporary activity satisfying in itself and ending there. Such at
least is the way in which play presents itself to us in the first
instance: as an intermezzo, an interlude in our daily lives. As a
regularly recurring relaxation, however, it becomes the accom-
paniment, the complement, in fact an integral part of life in
general. It adorns life, amplifies it and is to that extent a necessity
both for the individual—as a life function—and for society by
reason of the meaning it contains, its significance, its expressive
value, its spiritual and social associations, in short, as a culture
function. The expression of it satisfies all kinds of communal
ideals. It thus has its place in a sphere superior to the strictly
biological processes of nutrition, reproduction and self-preserva-
tion. This assertion is apparently contradicted by the fact that
play, or rather sexual display, is predominant in animal life
precisely at the mating-season. But would it be too absurd to
assign a place outside the purely physiological, to the singing, cocing
and strutting of birds just as we do to human play? In all its
higher forms the latter at any rate always belongs to the sphere of
festival and ritual—the sacred sphere.

Now, does the fact that play is a necessity, that it subserves
culture, or indeed that it actually becomes culture, detract from
its disinterested character? No, for the purposes it serves are
external to immediate material interests or the individual satis-
faction of biological needs. As a sacred activity play naturally
contributes to the well-being of the group, but in quite another
way and by other means than the acquisition of the necessities
of life.

Play is distinct from “ordinary” life both as to locality and
duration. Thisis the third main characteristic of play: its secluded-
ness, its limitedness. It is “played out” within certain limits of
time and place. It contains its own course and meaning.

Play begins, and then at a certain moment it is “over”. It plays
itself to an end. While it is in progress all is movement, change,
alternation, succession, association, separation. But immediately
connected with its limitation as to time there is a further curious
feature of play: it at once assumes fixed form as a cultural pheno-
menon. Once played, it endures as a new-found creation of the
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,959 a treasure to be retained by the memory. It is transmitted
it waoomsmm tradition. It can be repeated at any time, whether mm
be “child’s play” or a game of chess, or at fixed mamz&m like a
mystery. In this faculty of repetition lies one of the most essential
qualities of play. It holds good not only of play as a whole but
also of its inner structure, In nearly all the higher forms of play
the elements of repetition and alternation (as in the refrain), are
like the warp and woof of a fabric. ’

_ More striking even than the limitation as to time is the limita-
tion as to space. All play moves and has its being within a play-
ground marked off beforehand either materially or ES.E%
mwrvnwmﬁ&% or as a matter of course. Just as there is no moﬁﬁmm
difference between play and ritual, so the “consecrated spot” can-
not be formally distinguished from the play-ground. The arena
the om&..ﬁmznu the magic circle, the temple, the stage, the mowonz.
the tennis court, the court of justice, etc., are all mw form mnm
function play-grounds, i.e. forbidden spots, isolated, hedged
round, hallowed, within which special rules obtain. >=u are tem-
porary worlds within the ordinary world, dedicated to the
wowmowgmmno of an act apart.

Inside the play-ground an absolute and peculiar order reigns.
Here we come across another, very positive feature of play: it
creates order, is order. Into an imperfect world and into the con-
fusion of life'it brings a temporary, a limited perfection. Play
mnwamaﬂm order absolute and supreme. The least deviation from
it ““spoils the game”, robs it of its character and makes it worth-
less. The profound affinity between play and order is perhaps the
reason why play, as we noted in passing, seems to lie to such a
large extent in the field of aesthetics. Play has a tendency to be
ucnmﬁﬁmcr It may be that this aesthetic factor is identical with the
impulse to create orderly form, which animates play in all its
aspects. The words we use to denote the elements of play belon
for the most part to aesthetics, terms with which we try to momomwm
the m,mooﬁm of beauty: tension, poise, balance, contrast, variation
.morwwHoP resolution, etc. Play casts a spell over us; it mmv :obormbm
Ing”, “captivating”. It is invested with the boEuomm qualities we
are capable of perceiving in things: rhythm and harmony

The &anE of tension in play to which we have Jjust ua.mmﬁ.nm
plays a particularly important part. Tension means s.uomzmmb&\
chanciness; a striving to decide the issue and so end it. The pla om
wants something to “go”, to ““come off ”; he wants to :ma%noﬁ:
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by his own exertions. Baby reaching for a toy, pussy patting a
bobbin, a little girl playing ball—all want to achieve something
difficult, to succeed, to end a tension. Play is ““tense”, as we say.
It is this element of tension and solution that governs all solitary
games of skill and application such as puzzles, jig-saws, mosaic-
making, patience, target-shooting, and the more play bears the
character of competition the more fervent it will be. In gambling
and athletics it is at its height. Though play as such is outside the ~
range of good and bad, the element of tension imparts to it a
certain ethical value in so far as it means a testing of the player’s
prowess: his courage, tenacity, resources and, last but not least,
his spiritual powers—his ‘“fairness”; because, despite his ardent
desire to win, he must still stick to the rules of the game.

These rules in their turn are a very important factor in the
play-concept. All play has its rules. They determine what “holds”
in the temporary world circumscribed by play. The rules of a
game are absolutely binding and allow no doubt. Paul Valéry
once in passing gave expression to a very cogent thought when he
said: “No scepticism is possible where the rules of a game are
concerned, for the principle underlying them is an unshakable
truth. . . .” Indeed, as soon as the rules are transgressed the
whole play-world collapses. The game is over. The umpire’s
whistle breaks the spell and sets “real” life going again.

The player who trespasses against the rules or ignores them is a
“spoil-sport”. The spoil-sport is not the same as the false player,
the cheat; for the latter pretends to be playing the game and, on
the face of it, still acknowledges the magic circle. It is curious
to note how much more lenient society is to the cheat than to the
spoil-sport. This is because the spoil-sport shatters the play-world
itself. By withdrawing from the game he reveals the relativity
and fragility of the play-world in which he had temporarily shut
‘himself with others. He robs play of its illusion—a pregnant word
which means literally “in-play” (from inlusio, illudere or inludere).
Therefore he must be cast out, for he threatens the existence of the
play-community. The figure of the spoil-sport is most apparent
in boys’ games. The little community does not enquire whether
the spoil-sport is guilty of defection because he dares not enter
into the game or because he is not allowed to. Rather, it does
not recognize “‘not being allowed” and calls it “not daring”. For
it, the problem of obedience and conscience is no more than fear
of punishment, The spoil-sport breaks the magic world, therefore
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he is a coward and must be ejected. In the world of high serious-
ness, too, the cheat and the hypocrite have always had an easier
time of it than the spoil-sports, here called apostates, heretics,
innovators, prophets, conscientious objectors, etc. It sometimes
happens, however, that the spoil-sports in their turn make a new
community with rules of its own. The outlaw, the revolutionary,
the cabbalist or member of a secret society, indeed heretics of all
kinds are of a highly associative if not sociable disposition, and a
certain element of play is prominent in all their doings.

A play-community generally tends to become permanent even
after the game is over, Of course, not every game of marbles or
every bridge-party leads to the founding of a club. But the feeling
of being “apart together” in an exceptional situation, of sharing
something important, of mutually withdrawing from the rest of
the world and rejecting the usual norms, retains its magic beyond
the duration of the individual game. The club pertains to play
as the hat to the head. It would be rash to explain all the associa-
tions which the anthropologist calls “phratria”—e.g. clans,
brotherhoods, etc.—simply as play-communities; nevertheless it
has been shown again and again how difficult it is to draw the
line between, on the one hand, permanent social groupings—
particularly in archaic cultures with their extremely important,
solemn, indeed sacred customs—and the sphere of play on the
other.

The exceptional and special position of play is most tellingly
illustrated by the fact that it loves to surround itself with an air
of secrecy. Even in early childhood the charm of play is enhanced
by making a “‘secret”” out of it. This is for us, not for the “others™.
What the “others” do “outside” is no concern of ours at the
moment. Inside the circle of the game the laws and customs of
ordinary life no longer count. We are different and do things
differently. This temporary abolition of the ordinary world is fully
acknowledged in child-life, but it is no less evident in the great
ceremonial games of savage societies. During the great feast of
initiation when the youths are accepted into the male community,
it is not the neophytes only that are exempt from the ordinary
laws and regulations: there is a truce to all feuds in the tribe. All
retaliatory acts and vendettas are suspended. This temporary
suspension of normal social life on account of the sacred play-
season has numerous traces in the more advanced civilizations as
well. Everything that pertains to saturnalia and carnival customs
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making an image of something different, something more beautiful,

or more sublime, or more dangerous than what he usually s, One
is a- Prince, or one is Daddy or a wicked witch or a tiger. The
child is quite literally “beside himself* with delight, transported
beyond himself to such an extent that he almost believes he
actually'is such and such a thing, without, however, wholly losing
consciousness of “ordinary reality”. His representation is not so
much a sham-reality as a realization in appearance: “imagina-
tion” in the original sense of the word.

Passing now from children’s games to the sacred performances
In archaic culture we find that there is more of a mental element
“at play” in the latter®. though it is excessively difficult to define,
The sacred performance is more than an actualization in appear-

‘ance only, a sham reality; it is also more than a symbolical
actualization—it is a mystical one, In it, something invisible and
inactual takes beautiful, actual, holy form. The participants in
the rite are convinced that the action actualizes and effects a

definite beatification, brings about an order of things higher than

that in which they customarily live, All the same this ““actualiza-
tion by representation” still retaing the formal characteristics of
play in every respect. It is played or performed within a play-
ground ‘that is literally ““staked out”, and played moreover as a
feast, i.e. in mirth and freedom. A sacred Space, a temporarily
real world of its own, has been expressly hedged off for it. But
with the end of the play its effect is not lost; rather it continues to
shed its radiance on the ordinary world outside, a wholesome
influence working: security, order and prosperity for the whole
community until the sacred play-season comes round again,
“Bxamples can be taken from all over the world. Acco ._&ﬂno
ancien®™Chinese lore the purpose of music and the-dance is to
keep the wosld in its right course and to force Nafure into bene-
volence towardizgan. The year’s prosperit§ will depend on the
right performance oRsacred contests 3 the seasonal feasts, If these
- gatherings do not take Place the Crops will not ripen.1
The rite is a dromenon, Wit means “something acted”, an act,
action. That which s enacted,Nqr the stuff of the action, is a
drama, which_afain means act, actlon_represented on a stage.
Such actjerrmay occur as a performance ora.contest. The rite, or
Aﬁ\xc&\%w: Tepresents a cosmic happening,

*M. Granet, Festivals and Songs of Ancient China; Danges and Legends of Anwes
Chinese Civilization (Routledge). : .




